Rationale for writing Public Policy - making in the Mbeki era by Noyoo, Ndangwa
T H E  T H I N K E R62
COMMENT
At the outset it is important to underline the fact that African academic discourses are, in 
the twenty-first century, still highly 
influenced by Western thought and 
paradigms. More often than not, we still 
find Western scholars (or their proxies 
on the African continent) writing 
about us and our continent without 
our voices informing such narratives. 
Even our heroes and heroines are in 
some cases defined to us by the West. 
Those Africans who are perceived as 
not representing the “interests” of the 
West are usually caricatured in such 
academic discourses. Therefore, there 
was a need to approach the subject 
of public policy in the period when 
Thabo Mbeki was in power from a 
non-conformist and Pan-Africanist 
stance. In this regard, this book sought 
to champion African indigenous 
intellectual agenda-setting, whilst 
focusing on public policy-making in 
the Mbeki era. It is noteworthy that we 
African people have the capabilities 
to tell our own stories – and actually 
we are the best people to tell our own 
stories.
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public policy-making in post-colonial 
and post-apartheid South Africa. It 
is also broadly located in Southern 
Africa and the African continent. It 
uses the former president of South 
Africa, Thabo Mbeki, as an entrée into 
the policy-making agenda which was 
spearheaded by the governing party, 
the African National Congress (ANC), 
from 1994, onwards. It begins by casting 
light on the modernisation project that 
Mbeki and his colleagues initiated. 
This approach is followed because 
public policy-making is synonymous 
with the modern state. Indeed, 
Mbeki and his colleagues had sought 
to make South Africa a functioning, 
democratic, modern African state that 
was propelled by a productive and 
viable economy. They also tried to 
extend this thinking and approach to 
the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) region and 
the rest of the African continent 
through the African Renaissance 
agenda and via structures such as 
the New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development (NEPAD).
The author decided to select the 
former president and the period when 
he was in power as building blocks for 
his analyses and points of departure 
vis-à-vis public policy-making in 
post-1994 South Africa, because this 
is when:
• the foundation of a post-apartheid, 
democratic, non-racial, non-sexist 
society was firmly laid; and
• this was the period when 
innovative, ground-breaking and 
strategic public policy interventions 
were championed by Mbeki and his 
colleagues both in government and 
the ANC.
The central character in this 
narrative is indeed Mbeki as he was the 
initiator, conceptualiser, shaper and 
driver of innovative and strategic public 
policy forays, in league with his 
colleagues in government, the ANC, 
and at times the broader South African 
society. Some of these cutting-edge, 
innovative policy processes raised 
South Africa’s stature globally and 
indeed made the world to take note 
seriously of this country. 
The author is in awe of this great 
African leader, scholar, intellectual, 
politician who was and continues 
to be very passionate about his 
country and his continent. He is a 
public figure who is an extremely 
hard-working individual with a very 
incisive mind. That is why he was able 
to drive many development agendas 
in his country of birth, South Africa, 
and the rest of the African continent. 
Nonetheless, even though Africa was 
blessed with leaders such as Mbeki, 
sadly, we continue to be inundated 
with malevolent, brutal and mediocre 
leaders in Africa. In short, Africa 
suffers from a serious deficit of quality 
leadership in this twenty-first century. 
Hence this book stems from a deeply 
concerned premise of the lack of 
quality leadership in Africa and for the 
need to preserve the memory of the 
few high-standing leaders we have on 
the continent such as Mbeki. It would 
be a great travesty if Mbeki’s good 
deeds remain unrecorded and even 
get deliberately omitted from historical 
books. 
This book is written by someone 
who has vantage points of having seen 
the ANC as a liberation movement in 
Lusaka, Zambia and as a governing 
party of a free and democratic South 
Africa. In Zambia, this author was 
privileged to have grown up at a crucial 
time, notably, the 1970s and 1980s, 
when the decolonisation of Southern 
Africa was unfolding. Zambia had been 
hosting various liberation movements 
of the region since its independence 
in 1964. Hence, growing up in Lusaka 
allowed this writer to have first-hand 
experience of the liberation struggle 
against colonial and racist regimes in 
Southern Africa. Many Zambians knew 
the ANC and what it stood for. The 
ANC was part of the Zambian social 
fabric as its members were Zambians’ 
neighbours, friends, teachers, lecturers, 
doctors, etc. Crucially, the ANC was 
an intellectually inclined liberation 
movement that produced a variety of 
publications pertaining to the armed 
struggle and the fight for the liberation 
of South Africa.
Such literature served to radicalise 
and inspire young Zambians at the 
time, including this author, who also 
sought to change their society from 
a one-party state dictatorship to a 
multi-party system. This author’s first 
memory and knowledge about Thabo 
Mbeki emanates from his father who 
pointed out this great African to him 
when he was a young boy in the lobby 
of the Lusaka Intercontinental Hotel in 
the late 1970s. Later in life, he would 
verify some of the things that his father 
said about Thabo Mbeki, for instance, 
that he was a great African thinker and 
a committed revolutionary and that his 
father, Govan Mbeki, had paid the high 
price of being incarcerated on Robben 
Island by the brutal apartheid regime. 
Indeed this writer would continue to 
draw inspiration from Mbeki and his 
works even when he was an adult and 
an academic. 
Finally, it must be noted that this 
book, Public Policy Making in the 
Mbeki Era does not purport to have 
exhausted all the areas that needed 
to be examined in regard to its title. 
However, it tried to open certain doors 
for future research and exploration. It 
is hoped that the issues that are raised 
in the book will allow other Africans 
who were not in South Africa when 
Mbeki was president to appreciate 
him on merit. It would be a historical 
tragedy if Mbeki – who had inspired 
a whole generation of young 
Africans who are now in their 
late thirties and forties – is not 
recognised for his deeds that sought to 
make South Africans and Africans 
proud people. ■ 
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